Since that time, only one new product, the female condom, has become available; many other existing methods, such as the diaphragm and microbicidal formulations, are being tested or are under development to help stem the spread of HIV to women. 9 New behavioral approaches that recognize the unique circumstances in which many women find themselves have also been developed. 10, 11 As the HIV epidemic continues to spread, especially in Africa, it is now much clearer than it was at the beginning of the HIV epidemic that multiple approaches involving both men and women, with a number of different product options, and behavioral strategies that are culturally and gender sensitive are needed.
This issue of the Journal is devoted to research on female-initiated methods for preventing transmission of HIV and other sexually transmitted infections. Since the beginning of the HIV epidemic, great strides have been made in terms of reducing risk of transmission due to transfusion through careful screening. Also, perinatal transmission can be reduced significantly with judicious use of antiretroviral medications and other approaches. Risk of parenteral transmission among injection drug users can be reduced through a combination of outreach education, drug abuse treatment, and expanded sterile syringe access.
However, sexual transmission continues to be a concern. Recent studies among male and female injection drug users have shown considerable reductions in parenteral risks, but risks related to sexual behaviors and lack of protective practices remain a problem. 12, 13 In a number of communities, both domestically and especially internationally, sexual transmission of HIV infection continues at alarming levels. There are a number of challenges that continue to confront public health practitioners. These include culturally ingrained patterns of communication between men and women or between men about sex, as well as the limited range of products for protection. In this issue of the Journal, Dr. Mary Latka has brought together an interdisciplinary set of investigators from both the United States and sub-Saharan Africa to report on cutting-edge advances in products and approaches to preventing sexual transmission of HIV infection.
Looking back to the start of the HIV epidemic, it is fitting in the marking of the 20th anniversary of the AIDS epidemic in the United States to report on the progress of female-initiated methods for preventing sexual transmission of HIV infection. While there now are remarkable advances in antiretroviral treatment and hope for HIV vaccines, effective barrier methods and viable approaches for them to be used are critical and realistic strategies for most parts of the world to address the HIV epidemic. Working with considerable challenges, the investigators providing reports in this issue of the Journal represent the forefront for the response to the HIV epidemic as it enters its third decade.
